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AS a private, circulating library, the Boston Athenaeum is unusual (The New York 


Society Library, 2019). As home to George Washington’s personal library (Parker, 2012) and 
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rare Civil War documents (Boston Athenaeum, n.d.a), it is absolutely unique. Founded in 
1807 and housed on tony Beacon Hill since 1849 (Boston Athenaeum, 2014), the library 
inhabits its history. Over time, the library has boasted many famous members, including 
writers Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Louisa May Alcott, and presidents 
John Quincy Adams and John F. Kennedy (Boston Literary District, 2019). Filled with 
statues and paintings, it also serves as an intimate art museum, with work by John Singer 
Sargent and a famous unfinished portrait of Washington by Gilbert Stuart. While the 
Athenaeum prides itself on its history, it lives in constant danger of slipping into the past. As 
early as 1904, the novelist Henry James worried that the venerable establishment had been 
eclipsed by a more modern Boston that no longer concerned itself with such genteel 
questions as where to find a nice, quiet place to read (Woolf, 2009, p. 148). 

In modern times, the Athenaeum fights for relevance and affordability. For many 
people, the Athenaeum’s model goes against a core democratic belief that knowledge should 
be free and widely available. Although America’s public libraries have their roots in such 
private lending libraries (Bernier, 2018, p. 15), the subsequent success of public libraries 
killed off most subscription libraries and made the survivors seem quaint at best. When 
Seattle recently debuted an athenaeum of its own, the chair of the library sciences program at 
the University of Washington in Seattle carped, “It’s difficult to see this as anything other 
than separatist and exclusionary” (Janes, 2015, p. 29). The Boston Athenaeum sees its own 
mission as expansive: “to engage all who seek knowledge by making accessible our library’s 
collections and spaces, thereby inspiring reflection, discourse, creative expression, and joy” 


(Boston Athenaeum, 2014, para. 1). Yet, seeking that knowledge comes at a steep price: 
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$460 a year for individuals over the age of 35, $525 for families (Boston Athenaeum, n.d.b). 
Many Bostonians balk at such rates. 

Ten years ago, in the face of dwindling memberships and contributions, the library 
began making changes to attract younger members (Schweitzer, 2009). It hired a marketing 
director, took up social media, and began offering WiFi. It introduced lower fees for people 
under the age of 35. In 2014, the library hired a new director to modernize the library, but 
last spring she resigned after nearly half the staff departed, and a major donor withdrew the 
bulk of a $2 million donation (Gay, 2019). Although donations have resurged, the 
Athenaeum knows it needs help. Its 2018 membership numbered under 4,000 (Boston 
Athenaeum, 2019a), well below the 5,000 members active 15 years ago (Schweitzer, 2009). 
Its most recently published Strategic priorities report declares a goal of strengthening 
retention “especially among Young Patrons” (Boston Athenaeum, 2015, para. 3), while its 
2018 annual report expresses concern that such a large portion (nearly 60 percent) of 
operating expenses are covered by its more than $100 million endowment. The Athenaeum 
board voices a desire to drum up more funds from membership, but does not suggest how 
(Boston Athenaeum, 2019a, p. 72). 

Meanwhile, the library either promotes its distinctive history or tries to appeal to 
young people, but seldom both. The library offers a variety of tours, including an Art and 
Architecture tour three times a week (Boston Athenaeum, n.d.b). In addition, it hosts talks 
inspired by its collection, such as a presentation on “Reimagining a Colonial Library” 
(Boston Athenaeum, 2019b). Quite separately, the library tries to appeal to children and teens 
through activities such as craft-making parties, a teen panel on gun violence, and a screening 


of The LEGO Batman Movie (Boston Athenaeum, 2019a, p. 27). However, the historical 
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activities do not target young people, and youth activities such as Lego movies do not build 
on the Athenaeum’s distinctive roots. Meanwhile, the interests of young adults seem entirely 
unaddressed in the library’s events calendar. Consequently, we propose a plan to create a 
program that both promotes the Athenaeum’s distinctive past and offers an activity popular 
among young adults: a haunted tour. Our haunted tour would emphasize the eerie elements 
already present in the library. We would call the program Athenaeum After Dark. 
Project Description 

Opportunity 

Even in daylight, the Athenaeum is a spooky place. At some level, library staff 
already acknowledge this. The Saturday morning Family tour promises mention of a ghost 
story (Boston Athenaeum, n.d.b), presumably Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The ghost of Dr. 
Harris,” based on his account of spotting a deceased librarian seated in the library, calmly 
reading a newspaper, over 100 years ago. In recent years, the library’s annual open house has 
included a chance to view its ghoulish “skin book,” a memoir of a 19th century highway 
robber whose story was, at his request, bound in his own skin (Palma, 2017). Even the 
Athenaeum’s Instagram site features a short scary movie filmed onsite and prompted by the 
question, “Are you afraid to close up the library after dark?” (Boston Athenaeum, n.d.). Yet, 
library staff have not offered tours that focus on the Athenaeum’s eerie aspects. Meanwhile, 
the Haunted Boston tour stops nightly outside the Athenaeum to tell its tales (Haunted 
Boston, n.d.). With a little imagination and a bit of terror borrowed from the neighboring 
Granary Burying Ground, the Athenaeum might easily host its own historical haunted tour. 


Target Audience 
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The Athenaeum wants to attract young adult members, and happily this age group 
forms the largest demographic for haunted houses. In fact, people aged 18-34 make up 45 
percent of all persons going to haunted houses (Statista, 2017). Moreover, young adults are 
prevalent in Boston. A third of all Bostonians are age 20-34 (US Census Bureau, 2017), with 
the largest share in the slightly older 25-34 year old group, which might better afford an 
Athenaeum membership. In October, young Bostonians will be going to haunted events. The 
Athenaeum would be wise to capture a share of this audience. 
The Haunted Tour 

Offered Thursday-Sunday nights throughout October, the Athenaeum After Dark tour 
will build on what is already distinctive about the place. So, for instance, the tour group might be 
met early on by the ghost of George Washington, reaching out to reclaim his Mount Vernon 
library (or begging Gilbert Stuart to finish his portrait, which ends abruptly at the shoulders in 
the Athenaeum’s copy). Similarly, our guide might take the group past the eerie painting of 
Hannah Adams, explaining that she came often to the Athenaeum to research the books that 
made her America’s first woman to earn a living by writing. Then, just as the group would start 
to move on, Hannah could turn her head to watch, because she would not be a painted image 
after all, but rather an actor keeping strangely still inside a frame. Of course, Hawthorne’s 
ghostly librarian would sit gray by the window, slowly reading a newspaper announcing his own 
death. Around a corner, one might encounter fallen soldiers, all-too-primary sources from the 
library’s Civil War collection. Like street performers, the soldiers would lie eerily still before 
reaching for their weapons-the tour’s signal to move along. 

Prices would be kept deliberately high, to screen for people who could afford to pay a 


yearly membership: $20 for adults, $15 for kids age 11 through 17 years. A select number of 
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free passes would be available to people who can name a fun fact about the Athenaeum in 
person or through social media. The event would run 8pm-11pm, opening only after the 
Athenaeum’s usual hours so as not to disturb regular patrons. Similarly, by using the 
Athenaeum’s existing paintings, statues, and stories as inspiration for the walkthrough, we 
could keep setup and disruptions to a minimum. 
Goals 

We would hope to convert some visitors to the haunted tour into paying members. To 
this end, event staff would offer membership brochures to visitors as they wait to get a peek 
inside the library’s extraordinary interior. The Athenaeum After Dark program could also 
help boost membership by increasing the library’s profile in the broader community. The 
annual haunted tour program would build awareness of the Athenaeum as a desirable 
destination for a younger demographic and build the Athenaeum generally as a brand. Social 
media created for the event would increase the institution’s social media presence generally. 
If the event proved a success, the Athenaeum could expand to host escape room challenges at 
other times of the year. 
New Trend 

Recently, converting libraries into haunted houses has become a popular trend, and 
many public libraries have implemented such programs. The practice is so common that the 
American Library Association posted a guest blog with tips to help librarians create haunted 
houses aimed at children (Brown, 2015). As a historical haunted tour aimed at young adults, 
Athenaeum After Dark would differ from most library haunted houses. Still, the Athenaeum 
could likewise benefit from creating a yearly event to keep the library on the public’s radar. 


Implementation 
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Viability 

Haunted events can be a great success at libraries. Just four years ago, the Longview 
Public Library in Texas created a “Haunted Library” event, including a maze with scare 
actors. Already, the event is so popular that the library warns ticket holders that they must 
show up by 7pm to be sure to gain entrance. In just two nights, the Longview event brings in 
more than 3,000 patrons (Longviewtexas.gov, 2019). For safety and security reasons, the 
Athenaeum would target smaller crowds. The library caps its usual tours at 8 persons. If we 
roughly doubled that to 15-person groups, leaving about every 5 minutes, the Athenaeum 
After Dark tour could welcome 510 visitors a night. 
Materials 

To heighten the unnerving atmosphere already inside the library, we would spend on 
audio-visual equipment, historical costumes, and ambience items such as dark cloth to 
conceal haunters. To minimize nightly set-up and to protect the exclusive tone of the 
Athenaeum, we would not include traditional haunted house items such as skeletons and 
rubber rats. Instead, we would invest in hologram machines to produce specters such as the 
ghost of Dr. Harris, as well as speakers to project sounds such as creaking floorboards or an 
eerie shushing. Certain areas would require installations, such as the Hannah Adams living 
portrait, and the pile of fallen Civil War soldiers, to include both replicas and actors. Along 
with historical costumes for persons such as victims of the Boston Massacre (wandered over 
from the Granary Burying Ground), we would also buy a Dr. Who-style Weeping Angel 
costume, so that an actor could be planted among the library’s full-size statues to move 
unexpectedly. With the library’s regular lights turned low, we could bring in spot lighting to 


showcase elements of the tour. 
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Staff 

To keep costs down, the event would leverage library staff for daytime roles such as 
planning, marketing, prop-building and preparation of installations. Nightly operations would 
be managed by one or two library staff overseeing a team of low-cost haunters, as well as 
volunteer actors and event support. Professional security would protect the library’s holdings 
and maintain the flow of patrons. Docents could take the important role of tour guides, and 
we could look to local reenactors such as the Lexington Minutemen to fill in as ghostly 
Revolutionary War soldiers and even to play George Washington (The Lexington 
Minutemen, 2019). For simple tasks such as admission, crowd control, set up and clean up, 
we could recruit volunteers. In fact, hosting a volunteer fair for the event would be a good 
way to further engage young people in the local community. Ticket sales could be handled in 
advance at no cost to the library by a low-cost service such as BrownPaperTickets.com. 
Marketing 

Social media would be an affordable, effective way to promote the event. Volunteers 
guided by the Athenaeum’s professional marketing staff could craft hashtags and time posts 
to Twitter, Instagram and Facebook to make best use of the different platforms’ algorithms. 
We could tie the marketing of Athenaeum After Dark with news of the library’s new 
expansion. Since gaining access to 20,000 square feet in a neighboring property, the 
Athenaeum has announced plans to move staff out of its historic location and open more 
rooms to the public (Murphy, 2019). Our social media campaign could promote Athenaeum 
After Dark as an early chance to tour areas previously unavailable to the public. We could 
offer a prize drawing to encourage visitors to post and tag the event on Instagram and 


Twitter. In addition to social media coverage, the event would likely enjoy free publicity 
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from sites such as Boston.com and Timeout.com/boston/, which offer guides to fun events, 
particularly around holidays such as Halloween. 
Budget 

We estimate startup and operational costs of the Athenaeum After Dark at roughly 
$20,000. About a third of this money would go to materials such as a pair of high quality 
hologram machines for $3,000 (Holo2go, n.d.) and roughly a dozen historical costumes for 
$160 apiece (Wholesale Halloween Costume, 2019), with $2,000 set aside for props, 
lighting, and other ambience equipment. The biggest expense would be event staff. Even 
with volunteers and reenactors covering many roles, the event would require added security 
for 16 nights (estimated $2,400), as well as 10 paid scare actors, who typically charge $11 an 
hour (Glassdoor, 2019), for about $5,300. We would set aside $2,000 to cover travel costs for 
volunteers and paid training for event staff. The remaining $5,000 could cover miscellaneous 
costs including added cleaning services, membership brochures and unforeseen expenses. 

Of course, the event would also bring in revenue. If the library attracted 500 visitors a 
night at an average of $18 per person, the Athenaeum could garner $9,000 nightly, or a total 
of $144,000 for 16 days of operation. Even half this sum would more than cover the costs of 
the event and bring in extra to offset the diversion of library staff to the event. 

Evaluation 

To determine the success of Athenaeum After Dark, it is important to take into 
consideration both qualitative and quantitative methods. For quantitative, the focus would be 
on attendance, revenue and social media interaction. For qualitative assessment of the event, 


a survey would be used to gather the public’s response to the program. In the long term, we 
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would keep an eye on membership figures, to see whether more young adults join the library 
and whether they stay. 

Measuring ticket sales would be a principal way to collect data on the event. 
BrownPaperTickets.com could track online sales, while a ticket seller could tally the tickets 
sold in person nightly. Similarly, we could track revenue from online and live sales. These 
financial figures would help the Athenaeum assess the event’s success. 

Since the event would take place over multiple weekends, social media would play a 
significant role with promotion before and during the event. The number of likes, shares, 
retweets, comments, and hashtags used would help determine how well the event was 
perceived. Promotion of the Athenaeum After Dark should bring new visitors to the library’s 
social media, which they may decide to follow throughout the year. Free social media 
tracking, conducted by SumAll social media monitoring system, would allow the library to 
better understand the best way to use social media on a day-to-day basis to attract and retain 
a younger audience. 

After the attendees have finished the tour, volunteers will be ready at the exit to hand 
out a voluntary survey to gain a better understanding of the public's experience. Paper and 
electronic options would be offered to accommodate the public’s preferences; 4-5 tablets 
may be used for an in person electronic survey option. We could also add a link to the survey 
on social media platforms, with a filter to ensure respondents had attended the event. Filling 
out the paper survey, and separately submitting the bottom portion as seen in the example, 
would enter the individuals—along with online respondents—in a raffle for a chance to win a 
Boston Athenaeum membership. This would incentivize the public to provide feedback. 


Volunteers would also ask visitors to provide contact information on a separate form if they 
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would be interested in volunteering the next year. To improve the event for subsequent years, 
employees and volunteers would also be asked to provide feedback on their training, 
interactions with the public and overall experience. Examples of both surveys are shown in 
Appendices A and B. 
Summary 

By bringing in young adults, the Athenaeum After Dark haunted tour would introduce 
the library to its target demographic. Through emphasizing the library’s history and treasures, 
the tour would showcase what makes the institution so distinctive. As an after-hours event, 
the Athenaeum After Dark would cause minimal disruption to the library’s regular 
membership. Through social media, library staff could reach the event’s target audience at 
little cost while spreading awareness of the Athenaeum’s social media platforms. By creating 
an annual event tied to October’s haunted season, the Athenaeum could make visiting the 


library a newly relevant Boston tradition. 
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Appendix A 
Athenaeum After Dark Survey 
Date of Event: Tour Guide’s Name: 


Rate your satisfaction with the following: 


Quality of Tour Poor Fair Satisfied | Good Excellent 
Effectiveness of Tour Guide Poor Fair Satisfied Good Excellent 
Scare Level Poor Fair Satisfied Good Excellent 
Overall experience Poor Fair Satisfied | Good Excellent 


Did the event meet your expectations? If no, please state why. 


Are you a Boston Athenaeum Library member? Yes or No 
Select your age range: 13yrsandunder 14-18yrs 19-24yrs 25-34yrs 35-54yrs 55+yrs 
On ascale of 1-5, how likely are you to: (1 being not likely and 5 being extremely likely) 
Return to next year’s Athenaeum After Dark. 1 2 3 4 5 
Become more involved with the library. 1 2 3 4 5 
Would you recommend this event to family and friends? Yes or No 
How did you hear about the event? __ 


Suggestions, recommendations, or additional comments. 


Thank you for taking the time to provide your feedback on your experience! 


To enter the raffle for a free membership, provide your name and email address. 


Name: Email: 
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Appendix B 


Employee/Event Staff/Volunteer Survey: Athenaeum After Dark 


Date of Event: Name: 


Are you a(n) (circle one): Employee Event Staff Volunteer 


If event staff/volunteer, how did you hear about this event? 


If an employee, what is your job title? 


What was/were your role(s) during the event? 


Did you interact with the public? If so, what was the nature of the interaction? 


Do you feel you were prepared enough to support this event? Why or why not. 


What did you like about the event? What would you change? 


Please provide any recommendations or suggestions for future Athenaeum After Dark events. 
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